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C O M M O N  C O R E  S T A N D A R D S

Note: For your reference, the list of California Common Core State Standards abbreviations is on the following page.

3.1.1. and 3.1.2.—The Geography of Where We Live
In this unit, students explore the local region, using maps to identify landforms, bodies of water, and 
natural systems. They investigate ways in which those features influence human activities in the region 
and, conversely, the ways in which people have modified the physical environment. The students will 
create concept maps that summarize the geographic features and resources of their local region.  They 
will go on to identify the effects humans have on the environment, both positive and negative.

The Geography of 
Where We Live

California Education and the Environment Initiative
Teacher’s Edition

3
History-Social 

Science Standards 
3.1.1. and 3.1.2.

Supports
ELA Standard:
Reading 3.1.5.

California Education and the Environment Initiative
Increasing Environmental Literacy for K–12 Students…  
Because the Future is in Their Hands

TEACH COMMON CORE STANDARDS 
WITH THE EEI CURRICULUM
Created with your needs in mind, this document shows the correlation between the EEI Curriculum and the California Common Core State Standards.  
By teaching the EEI unit lessons in your classroom, you will be simultaneously addressing the Common Core standards depicted in this guide.
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Using the EEI-Common Core Correlation Matrix

The matrix on the front page identifies a number of Common Core standards that are supported by this EEI unit. However, the 
check marks in the matrix do not necessarily signify that the Common Core standards checked will be taught to mastery by using 
this EEI unit alone. Teachers are encouraged to select which Common Core standards they wish to emphasize, rather than teaching 
to every indicated standard. By spending more time on selected standards, students will move toward greater Common Core 
proficiency in comprehension, critical thinking and making reasoned arguments from evidence. Teaching this EEI unit will provide 
opportunities for teachers to implement the shift in instructional practice necessary for full Common Core implementation.

California Common Core State Standards Abbreviations

■ ■■ CCCSS: California Common Core State Standards

■ ■■ L: Language Standards

■ ■■ RI: Reading Standards for Informational Text

■ ■■ SL: Speaking and Listening Standards

■ ■■ W: Writing Standards

Note: Since each Common Core standard includes a breadth of skills, in this correlation, the portion of the standard description that 
is featured in the Common Core Standards and Applications is cited, using “…” to indicate omitted phrases. For a list of the complete 
standard descriptions, please see the Common Core Reference Pages located on page 14 of this document.

A Note about Common Core Speaking and Listening Standards

Many of the EEI units provide various learning structures, materials, and groupings that lead toward students working in pairs or 
small groups to discuss concepts and ideas. This supports the skill in Speaking and Listening Standard 1 “Participate effectively in a 
range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, groups…) with diverse partners.” With prior instruction in collaborative discussion 
techniques, students can be placed in pairs or small groups to discuss the lesson topics. To aid in teacher planning, the lessons are 
listed below along with their learning structures for whole class, pairs/partners, and/or small groups:

■ ■■ Lesson 1: Whole Class, Pairs

■ ■■ Lesson 2: Whole Class, Pairs

■ ■■ Lesson 3: Whole Class, Pairs

■ ■■ Lesson 4: Whole Class, Small Groups

National Geographic Resources

■ ■■ Natural Regions wall map (Lesson 2, 3, and 4)

■ ■■ People and the Environment wall map (Lesson 3 and 4)

■ ■■ Political wall map (Lesson 1, 2, 3, and 4)
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Unit Assessment Options

Assessments Common Core Standards and Applications

Traditional Assessment

Students answer multiple choice and short answer questions 
to show an understanding of the environment specific to the 
region where their school is located.

RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate 
understanding…

RI.3.3: Describe the relationship between a series of 
historical events…using language that pertains to time… 
and cause/effect.

W.3.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas and information clearly.

b) Develop the topic with facts, definitions, and details.

Alternative Assessment

Students create a brochure describing their local region. They 
write text and draw images that identify geographical features 
in their local region and trace the ways in which people have 
used the resources of the local region and modified the 
physical environment.

RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate 
understanding…

W.3.2: Write informative/explanatory texts…

b) Develop the topic with facts…and details.

c) Use linking words and phrases…
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Lesson 1: Geographical Features of Our Region

Students view a physical map of California and identify the landforms and bodies 
of water in their local region. They work as a class to complete the first part of a 
class chart with geographic information about their local region, and transfer that 
information to sections of a cluster diagram.

The Geography of Where We Live
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Lesson 1 

Lesson 1

Geographical Features 
of Our Region
Students explore the first of three maps of California that they will use throughout 

the unit to develop a clear sense of the geographic features of the area in which they 
live, and how humans benefit from and change them. In this lesson, students identify 
the specific area on the map that they will work with as their “local region” (an area that 
encompasses a 50-mile radius from the center of their own community). This “local  
region” will serve as the basis of study in the rest of the lessons in the unit.

Using this first map, students 
identify the landforms in their local 
region, including mountains, moun-
tain ranges, deserts, valleys, hills, 

plateaus, and other major geographic 
features, including bodies of water. 
Students work in pairs to begin 
a concept map which they add to 

throughout the unit to document 
the features of their local region and 
build a complete picture of their 
physical environment.

Background
California is a land of contrasts. 

The highest and lowest points in 
both the state and the contiguous 
United States are less than 100 miles 
from each other. (Mount Whitney is 
14,495 feet above sea level; Bad Water 
in Death Valley is 282 feet below 
sea level.) From the massive peaks 
of the Sierra Nevada to the fertile 
Central Valley, California is perhaps 
the most geographically diverse state 
in the nation. The state lies along 
the contact zone between the North 
American and the Pacific plates. 
Movement of those two subsurface 
plates accounts for much of the 
variety in California’s landforms.

Landforms are features on Earth’s 
surface formed as a result of tectonic 
action, glaciations, weathering, 
and other geological processes. 
Mountains, valleys, basins, plateaus, 
bays, and lakes are among the 
landforms found in California. Those 
land and water features make up the 
physical geography of a region.

At nearly 500 miles, the Central 
Valley is one of the state’s most prom-
inent geographic features. Positioned 
between the rocky Coast Ranges and 
the Sierra Nevada, this fertile valley 
contains much of the state’s farm-
land, as well as its two largest river 
systems—the Sacramento and the 
San Joaquin. The Colorado River in 

southeastern 
California and 
the Klamath 
River in the 
northwest region are also important 
river systems.

Other bodies of water include 
Lake Tahoe, the state’s largest lake; 
and Mono Lake, the oldest lake 
in California. Humboldt Bay, San 
Francisco Bay, Monterey Bay, and 
San Diego Bay are among the natu-
ral harbors that support our state’s 
extensive oceanic trade. 

To the north of the Sierra Nevada 
are the Cascade Mountains, which 
include Mount Shasta and Mount 
Lassen, two towering volcanic peaks. 
Other mountain ranges include the 
Klamath Mountains, the Peninsular 
Ranges, and the Transverse Range, 
which runs east to west and forms 
a geographic boundary separating 
northern and Southern California.

The landforms and variety 
in its regions contribute to the 
wealth of natural resources in 
California. Geography has had, 
and continues to play, a significant 
role in California’s economy and 
development.

Badwater Basin, Death Valley, California

| Key vocabulary

Basin: The area of land drained 
by a river system.

Coast: The land next to an ocean.

Landform: A natural feature of 
the land’s surface such as a hill.

mountain range: A group of 
mountains connected together.

Plateau: A large, flat area  
of land that is higher than the 
surrounding land.

Region: A part of a state  
or country.

| Learning Objective

Locate the deserts, mountains, 
valleys, hills, coastal areas, 
oceans, and lakes in their local 
region on a map.

Lake Tahoe, California

National Geographic Resources
■ ■■ Political wall map

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 30–31 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate. 
Have students write their name in the space provided in the 
dictionary. These documents are provided separately.

Tip: If you are going to reuse the Dictionary Workbooks from 
year to year, do not have students write in them.

L.3.4d: Use glossaries or beginning dictionaries…to determine 
or clarify the precise meaning of key words and phrases in all 
content areas. CA

RI.3.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

Step 1

Gather students around the Political wall map of California. 
Ask students, “What does the map show?” (Many of the 
cities and towns in California) To orient students to the map, 
point out a few major cities, such as Fresno, Los Angeles, 
Sacramento, San Diego, and San Francisco. Explain that the 
map also shows other features of California.

RI.3.7: Use information gained from…(e.g., maps…)…to 
demonstrate understanding…

Suggestion: As they read the text in the following steps, have 
students refer back to what they know from the map to increase 
understanding of the text.

Step 2

Ask students to look at the “Features” legend in the upper 
right corner of the map. Remind students that the legend is a 
key to the symbols that represent different things on the map. 
The key includes such things as transportation routes, towns 
and cities, mountain peaks, rivers, and lakes. The size of the 
dot for each town or city indicates the size (population) of the 
community. Ask student volunteers to find examples of each 
of these features on the large map: road, airport, river, lake, 
small town, and large city.

Point out the inset called “Geographic Regions of California” 
and the “Map Symbols” legend. Tell students that the legend 
will help them identify landforms (mountains, plateaus, 
deserts, valleys, and hills) and bodies of water (rivers, lakes, 
and ocean) on the map.

RI.3.7: Use information gained from…(e.g., maps…)…to 
demonstrate understanding…
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 3

Ask a student volunteer to find your community on the map 
(or the closest town or city). Point to the map scale and explain 
that the scale line represents 50 miles. Show students the 
cutout of the Local Region Ring (Teacher’s Masters, page 2). 
Point out the map scale and explain that, according to the map 
scale, the ring circles an area that is 100 miles across. Mention 
that 100 miles is about the distance that they would ride in a 
car on the highway over a two-hour period. Center the Local 
Region Ring on your community and affix it to the map with 
tape. Tell students that this area is the local region that they 
will be studying over the next few days. (Note: Keep the Local 
Region Ring affixed to the map for use in subsequent lessons.)

RI.3.7: Use information gained from…(e.g., maps…)…to 
demonstrate understanding…

Step 4

Tell students that they will focus on their local region and use 
information from the map to find the landforms near their 
community. Ask students to identify as many of the landforms 
and bodies of water as they can find within the circle. (Answers 
will vary depending on the local region.) List these geographic 
features in the first column of the Our Local Region Chart. 
(Note: Sample answers related to the content of this lesson and all 
subsequent lessons are provided in the chart on page 31.)

RI.3.7: Use information gained from…(e.g., maps…)…to 
demonstrate understanding…

Step 5

Distribute a Student Workbook to each student. Tell students 
to turn to My Local Region (Student Workbook, pages 2–3). 
Pair students and give them time to work together to list local 
geographic features in “Geographic Features: Landforms” 
on the concept map. Next, have them list the local bodies of 
water in “Geographic Features: Bodies of Water” on My Local 
Region. Tell students to use the Our Local Region Chart and 
Political wall map to help them with this task.

Keep the Our Local Region Chart for use in Lesson 2.

Collect Student Workbooks and use My Local Region  
for assessment.

Tip: If you plan to reuse the Student Workbook year after year, 
student’s can write in journals instead.

SL.3.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with 
diverse partners on grade 3 topics and texts, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

W.3.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas and information clearly.

W.3.8: …gather information…take brief notes on sources and 
sort evidence into provided categories.
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Lesson 2: Natural Features of Our Local Region

Using a map and a reader, students gather information about the natural features 
of their local region. They list living and nonliving components of the local natural 
regions and, working in pairs, complete two more parts of their individual  
concept maps.

The Geography of Where We Live
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Lesson 2 

Lesson 2

Natural Features of  
Our Local Region
Students build on the foundation established in Lesson 1 as they explore the natural features 

of their local region. Using a second wall map that shows natural regions of California, 
students look at the state’s ecosystems, natural vegetation and organisms. After locating the 
region within a 50-mile radius of their community, they use the map legend to identify the 
natural systems found in their local area.

They use text and pictures 
from the California Connections: 
California’s Natural Regions reader 
to identify both living and nonliving 
components of their local region. 

As a group, students help the 
teachers complete the “Natural 

Features” column of the Our Local 
Region Chart. This helps them 
look at the connections between 
the natural features of their region 
and the geographic features identi-
fied earlier. Students then use what 
they have read, heard, and seen to 

North Coastal Forest (Redwoods), California

fill in two more parts of their My 
Local Region concept map, docu-
menting living (plants and animals) 
and nonliving (climate, rainfall, 
and soil) natural features within a 
50-mile radius of their community.

Background
There is more variation in climate 

and topography in California than 
in any similarly sized region of the 
United States. The Pacific Energy 
Center describes 16 different climate 
zones to guide the design of energy-
efficient buildings in the state. Sunset 
magazine identifies 24 climate zones 
to guide gardeners about planting 
conditions within California. Few 
other states have more than four  
climate zones; most have only one.

California’s complex physical  
geography influences its climate 
patterns. In the heavily forested 
northwestern area of the state, annual 
precipitation can exceed 120 inches. 
Some desert regions in southwestern 
California go several years without 
receiving measurable rainfall. 
Temperatures also vary considerably. 
At 134º F (57º C), Furnace Creek in 
Death Valley holds the Western 
Hemisphere record for highest 
official air temperature. Meanwhile, 
high-elevation areas commonly 
reach subzero temperatures in winter. 
The state’s lowest temperature was 
recorded at -45º F (-43º C) in Boca 
(Nevada County).

The geology of California is equally 
complex, with different substrates 
formed in different ages and from 
different sources. The land west of the 
San Andreas Fault has worked its way 

slowly northward as far as 300 miles 
to attach itself to the state’s western 
edge. As a result, soils vary widely.

The diverse climate and soils lead 
to diverse habitats. On a broad scale, 
California is generally divided into 
11 natural regions, although some 
scientific references have categorized 
as many as 300 different regions. The 
11 regions are remarkably similar to 
the geographic regions of the state; 

that is, the 
topography 
affects the 
climate, which in 
turn affects vegetation patterns.

Each region has natural features 
that set it apart from other regions. 
The particular patterns of soil type, 
rainfall, and temperature (nonliving 
natural features) determine the distri-
bution of plants and animals (living 
natural features) within an area. 
Some regions have plentiful water and 
food; others are too cold, too dry, or 
too rocky to support much life.

| Key vocabulary

Native: Something living or 
growing naturally in a certain area.

vegetation: The plants found in 
an area or region.

Furnace Creek, California

| Learning Objective

Identify the ecosystems (natural 
systems) that are found in the 
deserts, mountains, valleys, hills, 
coastal areas, oceans, and lakes in 
their local region.

National Geographic Resources
■ ■■ Natural Regions wall map

■ ■■ Political wall map

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on page 40 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate.

L.3.4d: Use glossaries or beginning dictionaries…

RI.3.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words…

Step 1

Gather students around the Natural Regions wall map. 
Ask students, “What does this map show about California?” 
(Natural regions, the kinds of vegetation growing in different 
areas) Remind students that different kinds of plants live in 
different kinds of environments and that California has many 
natural regions. Point out the map legend, and review the 
natural regions in the state (For example, low desert, grassland, 
and oak woodland)

RI.3.7: Use information gained from…(e.g., maps…)…to 
demonstrate understanding…

Step 2

Using the Political wall map as a reference, point out on the 
Natural Regions wall map where the school community is 
located. Center the Local Region Ring (Teacher’s Masters, 
page 3) on your community and tape it onto the Natural 
Regions wall map. Have students use the map legend to 
identify the natural vegetation types found within the Local 
Region Ring. (Answers depend on the school’s location; there 
may be two or more vegetation types within the local region.)

Ask students the following questions:

■ ■■ Are plants living or nonliving things? (Living things)

■ ■■ What other things in the natural regions are living? (Animals) 

■ ■■ What are some nonliving things in a natural region? 
(Answers will vary but should include rocks, water, and air.) 

Explain that nonliving natural features also include 
temperature, rainfall, and soil types.

SL.3.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…building on others’ ideas and expressing their 
own clearly.

W.3.8: …gather information…take brief notes on sources and 
sort evidence…
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 3

Distribute a California Connections: California’s Natural 
Regions reader to each student. Have students turn to the 
chapter for the first region you have selected for study. Have 
students follow along as you read aloud, reviewing the text 
and pictures. Ask students to pay close attention to the living 
and nonliving natural features of the local region such as 
specific plants and animals. 

RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions…of a text…

Suggestion: Reread the text, this time having students identify 
the living and nonliving natural features of the local region. 

RI.3.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words…

RI.3.7: Use information gained from illustrations…to 
demonstrate understanding of the text…

Suggestion: Have students identify the illustrations and text 
that work together to explain where, when, why and how key 
events occur.

RI.3.10: …read and comprehend informational texts, including 
history/social studies…texts…independently and proficiently.

Suggestion: As they read the text in the following steps, have 
students refer back to what they know from the visual aids to 
increase understanding of the text.

Suggestion: Either as a class, or in small groups, have students 
reread the Student Workbook selected section.

Step 4

Call students’ attention to the Our Local Region Chart. Ask 
students to help you complete the “Natural Features” column 
of the Our Local Region Chart. As the students identify 
natural features in your local region, add living or nonliving 
features that are found in the local area. Identify each feature 
as living or nonliving. (Living natural features might include 
specific plants and animals. Nonliving natural features might 
include temperature, rainfall, and soil characteristics.)

SL.3.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with 
diverse partners…building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly.

Step 5

Redistribute students’ individual Student Workbooks. Tell 
them to turn to My Local Region (Student Workbook,  
pages 2–3). Ask students to complete the “Natural Features: 
Living” and “Natural Features: Nonliving” parts of their My 
Local Region concept map. Tell them to use the information on 
the Our Local Region Chart, Natural Regions map, and the 
California Connections: California’s Natural Regions reader. 

Gather the California Connections: California’s Natural 
Regions readers and keep the Our Local Region Chart for use 
in Lesson 3.

Collect Student Workbooks and use My Local Region  
for assessment.

W.3.8: …gather information…take brief notes on sources and 
sort evidence into provided categories.
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Lesson 3: Using Our Local Region

Students sort statements about human activities that rely upon natural features 
and resources from the surrounding environment, such as agriculture, construction, 
transportation, and recreation. They identify different ways in which people use the 
land in the local region, and add this information to their individual concept maps.

The Geography of Where We Live
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Lesson 3 

Lesson 3

Using Our Local Region
Students begin to explore ways in which people use the geographic and natural features 

of their local region. Students use a third wall map that shows the general settings of 
human land use to consider how various landforms and natural features are used for specific 
human activities—for instance, how mountains provide recreational opportunities.

They use the map legend to 
determine which land-use settings 
occur on a large scale within a 
50-mile radius of their location.

Students then look specifically at 
agriculture, construction, recreation, 
and transportation, identifying geo-

graphic and natural features that lend 
themselves to each type of activity and 
relating them to the features of their 
local region. As a group, students help 
the teachers complete the “How We 
Use Our Local Region” column of the 
Our Local Region Chart. Students 

then use what they have read, heard, 
and seen to fill in one more part of 
their My Local Region concept map, 
documenting land-use activities and 
the local geographic and natural 
features that support them within a 
50-mile radius of their community.

Skiing in the Sierra Nevada

Background
California’s economy is closely 

tied to its geographic and natural 
features. From the earliest residents 
to the most recent, people have made 
their homes in places where land-
forms and bodies of water support 
human activities.

Some areas lend themselves to 
specific human activities. California’s 
mountains, for instance, present 
opportunities for recreational activi-
ties, such as skiing and hiking. They 
also provide steep river gradients 
suitable for generating electric energy. 

Sediments carried by rivers to flat 
valley floors create fertile soils fit for 
growing crops. Over time, thousands 
of feet of rich sediments have accu-
mulated on the floor of the Central 
Valley. The addition of irrigation has 
turned California into the largest 
agricultural producer in the country 
and the fifth largest in the world. In 
the heart of the Central Valley, Fresno 
County remains the top agricultur-
ally productive county in the United 
States. Bays along the 1,200-mile 
California coastline enable shipping 
activities throughout the state.

Human land 
use involves 
using or modify-
ing the natural 
environment into a built environ-
ment for a specified purpose. While 
people use land in countless ways, 
human land-use practices can be 
categorized into four broad activi-
ties: agriculture, construction (of 
houses, stores, factories, and so 
on), recreation, and transportation. 
Historically, these activities required 
access to certain geographic features. 
Early settlements often developed 
near sites with coastal access for 
transport and shipping or near rivers 
that supplied fresh water, transpor-
tation and shipping opportunities, 
and access to resources such as gold. 
Recently, however, people have the 
means to change the environment to 
better suit their needs. One promi-
nent example is the California State 
Water Project, a massive complex of 
aqueducts, canals, dams, and res-
ervoirs that enable the transfer of 
water from northern to Southern 
California. Advances in science and 
technology continue to make it pos-
sible for Californians to use—and 
change—the geographic and natural 
features of the state.

Orange grove, Fresno, California

| Key vocabulary

Agriculture: Growing crops and 
raising animals for food, fiber, or 
other uses by humans.

Construction: Building 
something, such as a house, 
factory, store, or road.

Recreation: Activities done for 
fun or relaxation.

Transportation: The work of 
moving people or things from 
one place to another.

| Learning Objectives

List the resources (goods  
and ecosystem services) that 
are provided by the ecosystems 
(natural systems) in their  
local region.

Recognize the ways that  
people use the resources (goods 
and ecosystem services) that 
are provided by the ecosystems 
(natural systems) in their  
local region.

National Geographic Resources
■ ■■ Natural Regions wall map

■ ■■ People and the Environment wall map

■ ■■ Political wall map

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 48–49 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate. 
Hold the Word Wall Cards for use in Step 2.

L.3.4d: Use glossaries or beginning dictionaries…to determine 
or clarify the precise meaning of key words and phrases…

RI.3.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words…

Step 1

Ask students to gather in front of the three wall maps (People 
and the Environment, Political, and Natural Regions). Call 
their attention to the People and the Environment wall map 
and review the categories on the map legend (Farms and 
Ranches, Public Lands, Urban Areas, Ocean/Coastal Areas, Other 
Lands). Ask students, “How might people use the land in each 
of the settings?” Use the photographs on the map to prompt 
student thinking. (Answers will vary. Possible responses include: 
urban—houses, office buildings, stores, roads; agriculture—
growing plants for food and fiber; mountain—skiing, hiking, scenic 
beauty; forest—timber, hiking, scenic beauty; grassland—grazing, 
scenic beauty; desert—scenic beauty, bird-watching; coast and 
ocean—swimming, sailing, fishing, shipping goods.) Explain that 
the geographic and natural features of an area can influence the 
ways people use land in their local region.

RI.3.7: Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., maps, 
photographs) and the words in a text to demonstrate 
understanding of the text (e.g., where, when, why, and how 
key events occur).
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 2

Tape the Word Wall Cards for this lesson in four places around 
the room (or on the board). Point out each one to students and 
explain that each of them is going to be given a card that has 
something written on it about one of these human activities. 
Tell students that they need to read what their card says and 
then stand near the human activity that they think the card is 
talking about.

Distribute one of the Land Use (Information Cards #1–20) to 
each student. Give students a moment to read their cards 
to themselves. After they have finished reading, tell them to 
move below or next to the Word Wall Card that best fits with 
the statement on their card. (Note: The table on page 51 shows 
how students with certain statements should group themselves 
and under/near which Word Wall Card.)

RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions…of a text…

Step 3

When students have found their places, have each one read 
aloud the statement on their Land Use information card. As 
students finish, help them tape the Land Use information 
cards under each of the Word Wall Cards. (Note: If the students 
place themselves under an incorrect Word Wall Card, ask them to 
move to the correct card and explain any misconceptions.)

Ask students, “After hearing what is needed and what is best 
for each of these human activities, which of these do you think 
belongs in our local region?” (Answers will vary depending on 
where students live, but it is likely that all four are mentioned.)

RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions…of a text…

Step 4

Have students gather again in front of the three wall maps. 
Using the Political wall map as a reference, point out the 
location of the school community on the People and the 
Environment wall map. Center the Local Region Ring 
(Teacher’s Masters, page 4) on your community, and attach it 
to the People and the Environment map. Ask students to use 
the map legend to identify the land uses within the circle of the 
Local Region Ring. (Answers will depend on the school’s location; 
there may be two or more land uses within the local region.)

Explain that people have used much of the land in California 
for agriculture. Ask students, “What do farmers need to be able 
to grow crops?” (Good soil, water, sunlight, warm temperatures) 
Using the maps, discuss with students the geographic areas in 
California that are a good place for agriculture. Mention that 
long ago there were forests, grasslands, and farms where there 
are now cities.

Using the Our Local Region Chart, record the major uses of 
land in the third column, “How We Use Our Local Region.”

RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions…of a text…

RI.3.7: Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., maps, 
photographs) and the words in a text to demonstrate 
understanding of the text (e.g., where, when, why, and how 
key events occur).
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Step 5

Redistribute students’ individual Student Workbooks. Tell 
them to turn to My Local Region (Student Workbook, pages 
2–3). Pair students, and ask them to work together to complete 
the “How We Use Our Local Region” part of their My Local 
Region concept map. Tell students to identify which types 
of land use occur within their local region and to list any 
geographic and natural features that are used in the activities 
associated with the various uses of the land. Encourage 
students to refer to the Our Local Region Chart and all three 
wall maps to help them.

Place the Word Wall Cards on the Word Wall, with or without 
the Land Use information cards. Keep the Our Local Region 
Chart for use in Lesson 4.

Collect Student Workbooks and use My Local Region  
for assessment.

RI.3.7: Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., maps, 
photographs) and the words in a text to demonstrate 
understanding of the text (e.g., where, when, why, and how 
key events occur).

SL.3.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with 
diverse partners…building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly.
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Lesson 4: Changes in Our Local Region

Students revisit the wall maps to look for evidence of change in California due 
to human activity. They read about changes related to agriculture, construction, 
recreation, and transportation and consider how such changes might affect people 
and other living things in their local region.

The Geography of Where We Live
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Lesson 4

Changes in Our Local Region
This lesson introduces students to the types of changes people make in natural systems  

and to the ways in which those changes affect people and other living things differently. 
Students briefly revisit the maps they have used in the previous lessons to look for evidence of 
change in their local region.

By comparing information 
collected from the maps, students 
realize the extent to which people’s 
activities have affected natural 
systems in California. They then 
explore the consequences of such 
changes. Working in groups, students 

read scenarios that present possible 
changes in each of the four-land 
use categories they learned about in 
Lesson 3: agriculture, construction, 
recreation, and transportation. They 
consider the effects of each proposed 
change by identifying ways in which 

the activity might affect people and 
other living things within their 
local region. Students use this 
information to complete a chart and 
individual concept maps they have 
developed throughout the unit.

Nimbus Dam, Folsom, California

Lesson 4 

Background
People have a tremendous 

capacity to change their physical 
environment to better suit their 
needs. From small modifications, 
such as planting a backyard garden, 
to huge undertakings, such as 
building new housing developments, 
people change their surroundings to 
make their lives safer, better, easier, 
more profitable, or more enjoyable. 
Changes to natural systems, however, 
are not without costs.

Different people react to 
environmental changes in different 
ways. Some people view the 
construction of a dam as a rich 
opportunity to meet water demands, 

better manage water supplies, 
generate power, and provide still-water 
recreation. To other people, however, 
the same dam means the loss of white-
water rafting and a rising concern for 
loss of species and habitats.

Ecologically, the construction of 
a dam reduces river and riparian 
habitats, creates challenges for 
migrating fish, and permanently 
floods surrounding countryside. It also 
creates new habitat for lake species.

California feeds the state, the 
nation, and the world. Converting 
California’s arid lands to pasture 
and farmlands has brought 
economic benefit along with readily 
available food supplies. Overgrazing, 

however, has 
caused soil 
compaction 
and promoted 
erosion. Irrigation has caused the 
accumulation of salts in the soil 
and in runoff water, rendering 
some resources unusable. Runoff 
has carried pesticides and toxic 
minerals into waterways and has 
polluted bodies of water, such as 
San Francisco Bay and the Colorado 
River. In the 1980s, selenium 
poisoning caused a massive die-off 
of migratory waterfowl in the former 
Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge.

The consequences of modifying 
natural systems are complex. Some 
are detrimental, while others 
are beneficial. Modifications 
have different effects on different 
populations and sometimes depend 
on perspective.

Carefully considered land-use 
practices that take geographic 
and natural features into account 
can reduce negative effects of 
land development. Such practices 
include habitat restoration projects 
and environmental mitigation. 
Habitat restoration efforts aim to 
restore a given habitat to a pre-
disturbance state. Environmental 
mitigation includes steps to avoid and 
minimize damage to sensitive areas 
during development and to offset 
unavoidable losses with restoration or 
enhancement efforts elsewhere.

Whitewater rafting

| Key vocabulary

Change: (noun) The result of 
making something different.  
(verb) Making something different.

Effect: The outcome or result of 
an action.

| Learning Objectives

Identify the ways humans have 
changed the natural systems 
(physical and living environment) 
in their local region to extract, 
harvest, transport, and consume 
natural resources (goods and 
ecosystem services).

Provide examples of how the extraction, harvesting, transportation, 
and consumption of natural resources have influenced the natural 
systems in the local region.

National Geographic Resources
■ ■■ Natural Regions wall map

■ ■■ People and the Environment wall map

■ ■■ Political wall map

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 66–67 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate.

L.3.4d: Use glossaries or beginning dictionaries…

RI.3.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words…

Step 1

Ask students to gather in front of the three wall maps (People 
and the Environment, Political, and Natural Regions). 
Briefly review the geographical features, the natural regions, 
and the land-use practices inside the Local Region Rings on 
each wall map.

Call students’ attention to the Natural Regions wall map. 
Point out the illustrations of native plants and animals that are 
native to each region. Ask students, “Is this how the area looks 
now? Do you usually see the plants and animals described?” 
(Answers will vary depending on where students live, but the 
expected answer in most areas will be, “No.”)

Explain that this map shows what some of the natural parts 
of each area include. Tell students that human activities over 
hundreds of years have changed the California’s natural systems.

RI.3.7: Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., maps, 
photographs) and the words in a text to demonstrate 
understanding of the text (e.g., where, when, why, and how 
key events occur).
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Step 2

Focus students’ attention on the Political wall map. Review 
the key features legend, and ask which symbols indicate 
changes made by people. (All except those listed under physical 
features.) Ask students to name examples of change they see 
in their own community. (Pavement, buildings, roads, cars, 
railroad tracks, parking lots)

Have students examine the People and the Environment 
wall map, and their local region in particular. Ask them to 
think of examples of change due to human activities in their 
community, like agriculture, construction, recreation, and 
transportation. (Cars, farms, neighborhoods, cities, airports, 
dams, railroad tracks, roads) Ask students why people made 
these types of changes in their local region. (To get food, to 
have a house, to get from one place to another, to have fun.)

RI.3.7: Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., maps, 
photographs) and the words in a text to demonstrate 
understanding of the text (e.g., where, when, why, and how 
key events occur).

SL.3.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…building on others’ ideas and expressing their 
own clearly.

Step 3

Explain to students that they will be working with others in 
a group to read about a possible change to their local region 
and that they will have to think about the effects that the 
changes could have on people and other living things in their 
local region.

Divide the class into four groups and have the students in 
each group sit together. Assign each group one of the four 
categories of land use that students identified in Lesson 3: 
Agriculture, Construction, Recreation, or Transportation.

Redistribute students’ individual Student Workbooks. Based 
on the land use assigned to each group, tell the students to 
turn to Making Changes—Agriculture, Making Changes—
Construction, Making Changes—Recreation, or Making 
Changes—Transportation (Student Workbook, pages 4–10). 
Choose one student in each group to read aloud the scenario 
at the top of the page while the other students in the group 
follow along. Tell students that when they have finished 
reading, they should read and discuss the questions at the 
bottom of the page. Give the groups 10 minutes to complete 
the reading and the discussion of the questions.

RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions…of a text…

SL.3.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led)…
building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.
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Step 4

When time is up, call on a student from each group to read 
to the whole class the scenario their group discussed. After 
students finish reading, ask them to share how their group 
thought the change could affect the local region. List students’ 
ideas in the fourth column on the Our Local Region Chart.

After all groups have completed their presentations, ask students:

■ ■■ Have any of these, or similar, changes been made in our 
local region? (Yes)

■ ■■ Did the changes affect people and other living things in 
the same way? (No)

■ ■■ Why do people make changes to natural systems? (To 
make things safer, better, easier, or more enjoyable  
for themselves.)

Point out that changes to the local region affect people and 
other living things differently and that some changes that help 
people may harm other living things.

SL.3.3: Ask and answer questions about information from a 
speaker, offering appropriate elaboration and detail.

SL.3.4: Report on a topic or text, tell a story, or recount an 
experience with appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive 
details, speaking clearly at an understandable pace.

Step 5

Tell students to turn to My Local Region (Student Workbook, 
pages 2–3). Ask them to complete the final part of the My 
Local Region concept map, “How We Change Our Local 
Region,” by listing changes people have made to natural 
systems in their local region. Remind students to use the 
information on the wall maps and on the Our Local Region 
Chart to help them.

Collect Student Workbooks and use My Local Region for 
assessment. Keep the Student Workbooks for use in the 
alternative unit assessment.

W.3.8: …gather information from…take brief notes on sources 
and sort evidence into provided categories.

Unit Assessment
Refer to the introduction pages at the front of this document for information regarding the Traditional and Alternative 
Assessments for this unit and their Common Core correlations.
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California Common Core State Standards Descriptions

Language Standards
■ ■■ L.3.4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning word and phrases based on grade 3 reading and 

content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies.

d) Use glossaries or beginning dictionaries, both print and digital, to determine or clarify the precise meaning of key words 
and phrases in all content areas. CA

Reading Standards for Informational Text
■ ■■ RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text, referring explicitly to the text as the basis for  

the answers.

■ ■■ RI.3.3: Describe the relationship between a series of historical events, scientific ideas or concepts, or steps in technical 
procedures in a text, using language that pertains to time, sequence, and cause/effect.

■ ■■ RI.3.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specific words and phrases in a text relevant to a grade 3 
topic or subject area. (See grade 3 Language standards 4–6 for additional expectations.) CA

■ ■■ RI.3.7: Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., maps, photographs) and the words in a text to demonstrate 
understanding of the text (e.g., where, when, why, and how key events occur).

■ ■■ RI.3.10: By the end of the year, read and comprehend informational texts, including history-social studies, science, and 
technical texts, at the high end of the grades 2–3 text complexity band independently and proficiently.

Speaking and Listening Standards
■ ■■ SL.3.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 

partners on grade 3 topics and texts, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

■ ■■ SL.3.3: Ask and answer questions about information from a speaker, offering appropriate elaboration and detail.

Writing Standards
■ ■■ W.3.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and information clearly.

b) Develop the topic with facts, definitions, and details.

c) Use linking words and phrases (e.g., also, another, and, more, but) to connect ideas within categories of information.

■ ■■ W.3.8: Recall information from experiences or gather information from print and digital sources; take brief notes on sources 
and sort evidence into provided categories.
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